Pasadena pranks
Sir -I take exception to your unflattering characterization of the California Institute of Technology on the occasion of its being ranked the top US university by US News & World Report (Opinion, Nature 400, 801; 1999) . This ranking is not a fluke, even if caused by an arbitrary change in the criteria -the previous criteria were equally subjective.
The ranking signifies that Caltech, even though it is very small, has been, and will be, a power to reckon with. We have remained small by choice (only some 290 professors and 900 undergraduates) and do not aspire to the breadth of a larger university. But we do what we do extremely well, and manage to have a rich cultural life (and fun) while doing it.
That the magazine "had to delve back 15 years for an example of interesting noncurricular activity" is a failing of its research, not of the institute. A third of our students participate in intercollegiate sports, and student enterprises abound in music, theatre and the arts. Beyond such regular scientific visitors as Stephen Hawking, our campus has hosted recent visits by Tom Stoppard, Seamus Heaney, Walter Cronkite, Oliver Stone, Jonathan Miller, Beverly Sills and Warren Buffett.
The spectacular pranks that are part of our lore (such as changing the Hollywood sign to read "Caltech", or the Rose Bowl game prank you mentioned) stem not from football envy, but from the imagination and exuberance of our students, who request the 12 a.m.-2 a.m. recitation you mention to better manage their busy lives.
We are, as you note, listed as a poor "party school" because our students find fun in their own ways. And no one danced in the streets because we were too busy doing what we do best. (Nature 400, 300; 1999) .
First, it gives the impression that "faculty leaders" have abruptly changed course and are now calling for dissolution of the merger. Dalton quotes Warren Gold, who has opposed the merger from its outset. But many of our departmental chairs and other leaders of the faculty remain more open-minded about the fate of the merger. In particular, they recognize the substantial disadvantages now posed by dissolution, whatever their original views on the merger.
Second, Dalton appears to blame the merger for the pressures that increasingly impede clinicians from doing scholarly work. This is inaccurate. The pressures arise from the punishing realities of the medical marketplace. They existed before the formation of the merger, and they can be found at academic health centres throughout the United States.
Third, Dalton's article concludes with an undocumented assertion that basic scientists at UCSF are challenging the need for "clinical programmes". But no sensible basic scientist could imagine a medical school or health-science campus without clinical programmes.
I have been a member of the basic science faculty at UCSF for 30 years and know that it recognizes the importance of physician-scientists and clinical research. Indeed, the collegiality between basic scientists and clinicians at UCSF is exceptional.
J. Michael Bishop
(Chancellor) University of California, San Francisco, 513 Parnassus Avenue, San Francisco, USA Sir -In the article entitled "Merger of top Californian medical schools turns sour", Dalton's suggestions that "the crisis is pitting physicians against basic science researchers" and that "Some basic scientists have even argued that clinical programmes aren't needed" are pure fantasy, as is the headline referring to the fictitious merger of the schools.
Merger of the schools has never been discussed, only merger of the hospitals, and we have not heard any of our basic science colleagues advocate the ludicrous notion of our medical school abandoning its clinical programmes.
Indeed, we basic scientists have been brought together with our clinical colleagues in coping with the national crisis in funding for health care by institutions such as UCSF that are dedicated to the care of all patients, rich and poor, as well as to the creation of knowledge. Our current planning for the future of disease-related research reflects this fusion of interests and experience.
